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Association of Colleges is the national voice for further 
education, sixth form, tertiary and specialist colleges in 
England. We are a not-for-profit membership organisation 
established in 1996 by colleges, for colleges. Our members 
make up almost 95% of the sector – transforming 2.2 










Professor Ewart Keep has been a full-time researcher on education, 
training and skills for 32 years, and is the director of the Centre on  
Skills, Knowledge and Organisational Performance (SKOPE) at the 
University of Oxford. He has written extensively on the impact of 
skills on economic performance, as well as on lifelong learning, 
apprenticeships, the incentives to learn, employers’ attitudes towards 
skills and training, skills utilisation and workplace innovation, higher 
education policy, and the formulation and implementation of skills 
policy across the UK.
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“ …neo-classical economics has become an effective  































































































































































































































































We know that many systems improve because of the arrival of 
new challengers, introducing new ways of doing things.
(DfE,	2016a:	10)
New free schools and UTCs to enable parents and communities 
to demand more for their children. As well as taking action 
to transform underperforming schools, we will support the 
21
establishment of new schools to drive up standards and stimulate 
competition… by stimulating competition to provide a new 
school we will ensure that the best possible provider can run it – 
whether they are existing local schools replicating themselves to 
spread their success, parent and community groups wanting to 
provide a particular kind of school in their local area, or successful 
teachers and leaders from elsewhere in the country spreading 




Success as a Knowledge Economy	(BIS,	2016),	lays	out	the	reasoning	
and	aims	of	further	marketisation	in	HE:	
A new Office for Students will put competition and choice  
at the heart of sector regulation.
(2016:	6)
 By introducing more competition and informed choice into 
higher education, we will deliver better outcomes and value 
for students, employers and the taxpayers who underwrite 
the system… Competition between providers in any market 
incentivises them to raise their game, offering more innovative 
and higher quality products and services at lower cost. Higher 
education is no exception… There is no compelling reason for 
incumbents to be protected from high quality competition. 
We want a globally competitive market that supports diversity, 
where anyone who demonstrates they have the potential to offer 
excellent teaching and clears our high-quality bar can compete 
on a level playing field… New and innovative providers offering 
high quality higher education continue to face significant and 
disproportionate challenges to establishing themselves in the 
sector. Making it easier for these providers to enter and expand 
will help drive up teaching standards overall; enhance the life 
chances of students; drive economic growth; and be a catalyst 
for social mobility. They will allow us to improve the capacity and 
agility of the higher education sector, transforming its ability to 
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respond to economic demands and the rapidly changing graduate 























for Sustainable Growth	[BIS,	2010];	New Challenges, New Chances	





































































































































































































































Competition in a market where someone  



































































































































•  Levy funded apprenticeship: purchasing	power	in	the	hands	
of	the	individual	employer.





















3.	 	Capital intensive training,	offered	from	an	FE	provider’s	site	
(rather	than	in	the	workplace),	covering	all	qualification	levels.
4.	  Regional advanced sector-focused training,	covering	Level		
4+	but	only	on	courses	that	are	not	capital-intensive.
National markets
5.	  Sector focused training in the workplace,	covering	all	
levels,	with	distinct	customer	segments	for	large	employers.







There is a range of ‘customers’ and stakeholders, and the 






































































































































Massive variation in colleges’ starting points, capacities 


















HOW THE FE MARKET IS 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Scenario 1:  


















We live in a country where we allow people to make very good 
money for running a chain of restaurants or hotels, but not for 
running a chain of schools. We need to stop undervaluing those 
59
who have the skills and expertise to ensure that our children are 
numerate, literate and ready for adult life… we need to allow the 






















































































































































































































Scenario 2:  
A mixed economy, a messy marketplace  
and policy tensions




























































































































































































































































Scenario 3:  










































































































































































































































































Final thoughts and questions





•	 	Competition versus cooperation and the incentives 






















•	  Higher-level and higher-status provision versus second  
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